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Abstract: Examining the impacts of traditional modes of critique within creative spaces
help us to reconsider our roles and needs through the exchange of feedback and ideas.
Many of the methods applied in the design classroom/studio that assess concept development, design progress, and outcomes are an inheritance of Western European
and historically dominant ideas about visual art (i.e., what is good or bad art, canonical
art theory, universality, etc.). These canons continue to perpetuate knowledge hierarchies and vertical interactions between instructor/subject-expert and student/apprentice. Methods of critique rooted in these historical traditions are not formulated for
participants to easily exchange roles or decide on dynamics better aligned with their
cognitive needs, identity, personality, ways of learning, and communicating. In response, our cross-institutional team of design faculty and students (University of Arkansas, Virginia Tech, Texas A&M University–Corpus Christi, and University of Illinois
Urbana-Champaign) aim to question these traditional methods of criticism rooted in
canonical design knowledge to provide space for more decolonial, inclusive, and context-based design education. By critiquing critiques and including students in the inquiry process, we “shift away from the traditional convention where they are subjects”
(Thompson, 2020), empowering them to become active participants in their own
learning experience. Through this, we aim to facilitate a horizontal space of criticality
with session participants focusing on the development and application of new formative and summative assessment methods based on unique experiences in the classroom.
Keywords: design criticism; collaborative design; design assessment; neurodiverse design
pedagogy

1. Conversation inquiries
The following questions were the foundation for our conversation:
1. How could design educators be actively engaged with critical questioning of
traditional design feedback methods (design critiques)?
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2. How could in and out of class exchanges between instructors and students, before, during, and after critiques, become opportunities to imagine, create, and
test horizontal and adaptable design assessment methods?
2.1. How might design students gain the necessary confidence to not only
provide focused input to their peers but also to criticize the methodologies used during those processes?
2.2. How might design educators support students with the identification
and application of critique methods that work best for their specific
learning and cognitive needs, perspectives, and identity?
2.3. How can we formulate and apply strategies to address the power structures that become present during critiques by opening the space for
other kinds of communication methods that are not used traditionally
in these dynamics?

2. Conversation background
2.1 Introduction
In preparation for this conversation, the conveners analyzed how design educators and researchers explore decolonial, context-based design pedagogy and the urgency in addressing
traditional methods of criticism rooted in canonical design knowledge. Most of the methods
applied in the design classroom/studio to discuss and assess design progress and outcomes
are an inheritance of Western European and historically dominant ideas about visual art (i.e.,
what is good or bad art, canonical art theory, universality, etc.). These canons continue to
perpetuate knowledge hierarchies and vertical interactions between instructor/subject-expert and student/apprentice. Criticism methods that are rooted in these historical traditions
are not formulated for participants to exchange roles easily or to decide on the dynamics
that align better with their cognitive needs, identity, personality, ways of learning, and communicating.
The conveners of this session (four design instructors and one Senior-level (now graduate)
design student) acknowledge that these spaces foster an exchange of ideas and a consultation and testing ground for alternative methods serving to guide our practice. The goal, including session participants, was to move toward new ways of discussing, understanding,
and formulating active assessment. By critiquing critiques and integrating students in this
process we “shift away from the traditional convention where they are subjects” (Thompson, 2020), empowering them to become active participants of their own learning experience. Understanding the pedagogical limits of power structures may create motivation to
explore other types of communication and discussion that level the playing field in our creative spaces of learning.
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2.2 Planning the conversation
The conveners were deeply influenced by the critique-focused dialogue and work of other
fellow educators. For example, Denise Gonzales Crisp employed a “silent critique” structure
at North Carolina State University, where students shared physically proximate space but
conducted critiques “silently” on a shared Google document. A team of educators at Purdue
University examined the use of visualization to “reduce or preserve ambiguity, either intentionally or unintentionally within design critiques” (Tolbert, Buzzanell, Zoltowski, Cummings,
Cardella). McDonald and Michela (2020) view critique as a reflection of an instructor's understanding of studio and social practice. Additionally, Ian Lynam (2020) wrote an entire
book about critique “as it exists in contemporary graphic design education systems”, titled
CRITIQUE, The War of Design. The belief in the continuous critique of critiques is imperative
in a field constantly shifting and adjusting to contemporary practice, one that values diverse
identities, experiences, cognitive needs, and multidisciplinarity.
The perspectives of Piper Schuerman, one of our conversation conveners and former senior
design student (current graduate student at the University of Illinois), has strongly motivated
the objectives of this conversation. As she pointed out,
“I have always loved being a student as well as a maker. Through both arrives a passion for critique— the most influential aspect of my design education. The first collegelevel critique I participated in felt like a true discovery. I had never heard anyone speak
so formally about creative work. My professor’s ability to dissect a project through various lenses was thrilling. This was the first time I saw such careful attention given to
something I had made. I recognized critiques as a place where people presented very
interesting designs, and together we could celebrate them for their successes. It was
also an opportunity for personal growth and generating new ideas. I believe strongly
that critiques can be affirming and generative in both a personal and communal sense.
That is why, when I noticed a lack of engagement within my classes’ critiques, I felt
compelled to resist it. Primarily, I was disappointed in the quantity and quality of feedback students were giving each other. As a class, we weren’t honoring the idea that
through critiques we are sharing a part of ourselves and that the work we make has
dignity. The level of discussion reached during our critiques was skimming the surface
of what I felt it could be. I wondered if my professors also felt that something was lacking. I hoped that through our combined perspectives we could take full advantage of
the opportunity a critique poses.”

2.3 Hybrid conversation session
Facilitating a horizontal space of criticality with the session participants, we focused on opportunities to develop and apply new formative and summative1 assessment methods based
on unique experiences in the classroom, including our own. The principles of a “brave space”
(Ali, 2017), characterized by civil and respectful exchanges or controversy while elevating
1The Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence & Educational Innovation at Carnegie Mellon defines formative assessment
as methods that “monitor student learning to provide ongoing feedback that can be used by instructors to improve
their teaching and by students to improve their learning, whereas summative assessment evaluates student learning at
the end of an instructional unit by comparing it against some standard or benchmark, such as an exam.”
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empathy and exploring “critical thinking through inclusion” (Nicholl, 2017), were fundamental for the conveners and participants to discuss, critique, and create together. The materials
and tools resulting from the conversation were supported and informed by personal stories,
pedagogical inquiries, and other teacher/student exchanges that our attendees chose to
share.
The conversation followed a timeline spanning an hour and a half while covering 4 main
parts: Introduction, Topic Background, Interactive Conversation, and Next Steps.
•

Introduction (5 minutes)
o About the conversation, convenors’ backgrounds, general expectations.

•

Topic Background (20 minutes)
o Context framing—historical roots of assessment in design, convenors’
experiences and observations, motivations, and opportunities that relate
to the session inquiries.

•

Interactive Conversation (40 minutes)
o Prompts served to promote discussion and story-sharing by all participants in the physical and the virtual space. This led to an engaged activity
where participants challenged traditional critique methods and spoke
about alternative ways to provide and receive design input by writing
and sharing responses on sticky notes.

•

Final thoughts (25 minutes)
o Conveners created space to discuss and delineate the most important
takeaways of the conversation and steps to move forward as a collective
by inquiring—How can we devise a playful, pliable, and adaptable critique methodology that promotes horizontality, inclusivity, and equitable
creative growth?

All conveners contributed to establishing a dynamic and engaging discussion and exchange.
Each convener focused on supporting a specific area of this conversation:
•

Session Introduction: Nedić and Schuerman

•

Context: all conveners

•

Prompts of interactive conversation: Schuerman

•

Facilitation of interactive conversation: all conveners

•

Facilitation of concluding thoughts: Schuerman

•

Multimedia documentation of session: Canchola, Hernández, McMahon

The session was recorded with the permission of participants with notes that were transcribed for documentation and reporting. The face-to-face session of this conversation took
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place in a meeting room that seats 20+ people, with a digital projector and a microphone,
and 2 whiteboards. The virtual hybrid component of the session took place on a video conferencing call with participation on Zoom, SwapCard, and Miro, a collaborative virtual space
where some conveners facilitated and captured responses to the conversation topic. Convenors provided all the necessary materials for engaging participants.

3. Active conversation
3.1 Starting the conversation
The session started with a brief overview and introductions by each convener. Risograph
printed zines, pens, and sticky-notes were handed out to the in-person participants and a
digital version of the zine was available to virtual attendees in the online Miro space. The
zines summarized the session as a whole and acted as a place for reflection and personal
feedback. Additionally, zines provided each participant with an outline of the session and
served as an ephemeral artifact to maintain the conversation after the conference.

Figure 1. Printed zines were distributed to in-person participants with digital versions available to virtual attendees in the online Miro space.

The conveners described the context of the conversation and addressed their shared framework in an introductory presentation where they shared anecdotes about their personal experiences with critique and reflected on how these became sources of inspiration for this
Conversation. This introductory presentation touched on contextual items describing canonical knowledge and contemporary approaches to critique. Conveners explained the basis for
their framework focusing on creating horizontal, decolonial, and brave environments before
expanding on inspirational and personal experiences with different formats of critique. They
described their shared goals of understanding and formulating assessment methods and empowering students to embrace their own learning and creative abilities. Transitioning into
the active conversation, conveners outlined session inquiries focusing on active engagement
while critiquing critiques, instructor-student exchanges as opportunities to test horizontal
critique methods and breaking down power structures to create brave spaces.
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Convener 1 & 2: Engaging the audience
To provide context and to build social equity with conversation participants, Schuerman
spoke about the origins of the topic—how she found herself critiquing the design critiques
she participated in while she was a student of Nedić’s. Disappointed by a lack of peer engagement while exchanging feedback, Schuerman approached Nedić in 2021 to express her
concerns.
Schuerman shared:
From my point of view, we were doing such a disservice to each other by not honoring
the time and effort that went into the projects we were working on. My classmates
and I did not create space for discussion to help our projects grow and become better.
Our usual critiques felt long and strained and left me wanting more out of that experience. The idea of generative critiques2 was important to me because I wanted my projects to live beyond the final submissions. This is something I voiced with my peers,
which led to a conversation about how critiques should be celebratory—an acknowledgement of the invested time, effort, and uniqueness of each designer. As a result,
we agreed that critiques should be about honoring the work and the people who created it.

Soon after, this dialogue led to imagining what a critique could look like in our time and in
our context, considering students’ creative potential. Schuerman described how the collaboration between professor and student became a valuable tool for implementing innovative
methods of criticism. It created a shift towards a more horizontal classroom where students
embraced and took ownership of how their work was presented and discussed, thus empowering them to become more active in their own education. Nedić created a critique committee where students who were interested could aid in planning the critique format for
each project. This gave students agency in how their work was being presented and assessed
and created a more engaged approach to critiques.
Before proceeding with the large group discussion, the conveners presented the following
session inquiries to the participants:
1. How could design educators be actively engaged with critiquing critiques?
2. How could instructor/student exchanges related to criticism become opportunities to imagine, create, and test horizontal assessment methods?
3. How might design students gain confidence to provide focused input to their
peers?
4. How might educators support students in identifying critique methods that work
best for their learning, cognitive needs, perspectives, and identity?

2Mareike Smolka in their paper on Generative Critique in Interdisciplinary Collaborations paper defines generative critique as “seeking to create connections across disciplines that help remake seemingly stable objects in moments when
taken-for-granted ways of seeing and approaching objects as unsettled.”
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5. How can we formulate and apply strategies that break down power structures
and create brave spaces?

3.2 Focused conversation
As with most casual and interactive discussions, the prompts served as starting points.
Quickly, we reached a productive level of engagement with the in-person and online participants focusing on three questions: what, why, and how do we critique? The deceptively simple and broad nature of these questions allowed for a diversity of perspectives to be shared.
For approximately twenty minutes per question, valuable input and ideas were exchanged,
starting with independent reflection where in-person participants wrote their answers on
sticky notes and posted them on one section of the wall, while online participants used digital sticky notes in a designated area within the Miro space. After submitting their own answers, participants shared their thoughts and experiences with the group.
WHAT do we critique?
Participants answered the first question from multiple perspectives. According to participants, critiqued work falls under several categories, including process, final projects, articles,
case studies, performances, and prototypes. However, many participants named the creative process as a significant portion of their in-class group assessments. Participants defined
process as work encompassing research, inquiry, and technique, also indicating that it carries significant weight when evaluating work. In fact, some participants stated that the process is more important than the end product within their critique models. Participants discussed that considering final outcomes over other aspects central to the process fails to
acknowledge areas where learning occurs the most.
One of the participants, Juan from Pontifical Catholic University of Peru, shared,
“From my experience as a professor in my university in Peru, I wouldn’t say we more
so me and a few of my colleagues try to focus on the process of learning rather than
the outcome and we try to emphasize that to our students that they are students and
they have the freedom to explore and try things out rather than focusing straight on
getting a good a mark/good score or having to do things right because you learn from
the mistakes and this is all cliche it’s true and so I tell my students that the sooner you
understand that and the freedom to freely explore your ideas. At least from my perspective I totally recognize that, and I see that students try. Try things out. Different
things. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t work. But for me, the most important thing is why they do it and the arguments they give and what they learn from
that.”

Some agreed that “seeing” progress was the true measure of success. Prioritizing progress
also lends itself toward a more horizontal approach to critique, by acknowledging that individuals have diverse points of view to begin with. Participants shared how students are not
one-size-fits-all when it comes to the application of assessment rubrics. Therefore, progress
assessment seemed a fairer gauge for achievement. Critiquing process also allows for evaluating efforts that might be difficult to see in a final piece of work, such as personal decision
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making, problem seeking, and problem solving. In this case, being able to communicate
one’s own process is vital. Some participants agreed that presentation skills and the ability
to articulate ideas needed more attention.
An interesting juxtaposition emerged when participants referred to the tough relationship
between project expectations and resulting consequences within a critique. A participant
elaborated on how good process work might not result in a great end product by stating:
Instructors prefer to have a good final product. So instead of investigating our idea and
the consequences of new insights, we found ideas we knew would be good enough to
complete in a satisfying way without exploring it thoroughly and gaining new information. There is a clash between having a good end product and building the process
because, to some degree, we could get good marks by explaining our process even
though we had an awful end product. Therefore, it’s important to clearly define those
expectations and the way students are evaluated in the curriculum and course structure.

Others argued that failure is an educational tool that helps to evaluate conceptual and design “intention” as part of the process and identify moments of success as a result to maintain motivation.

Figure 2. Participants placing sticky notes in response to the question “What do we critique”?

One of the session participants, Dr. Niki Wallace from the University of the Arts, London
shared,
“When we fail while we're iterating, it means that we're pushing boundaries, we're
taking risks, we're trying new things. That's part of our process and part of our journey.
So that sometimes takes the sting or the fear out of displaying the work. That fear factor of “what if it's wrong or what if people don't like it” allows us to celebrate some of
those moments as experimental risk taking and changes it. It changes how we feel
about participating in those conversations and creates a safe space to fail. It is safe for
our projects to fail because that's really what we're intending to do until we get it right
or get it closer to what we're trying to do. So, it takes less courage, and it becomes easier to be brave in a space where it is safe to fail. So, one of the principles that we adopt
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with critique is questioning; Did you fail this week? What happened? What did you
learn? What are you going to do now that you know that it doesn't work? This becomes a jumping off point rather than a disappointment.”

Bias and assumptions, two serious and often unintentional factors in design, can also be a
critique topic. Acknowledging accidental design outcomes (such as those that help perpetuate a stereotype or an assumption) can become impactful moments of empathetic education. By doing so, critiques become a place for building cultural awareness and acquiring selfcriticality.
WHY do we critique?
Next, the conversation shifted to discussing ‘why do we critique?’ Unpacking the variety of
purposes for exchanging feedback is insightful for creating a critique framework. A few participants approached the question quite practically, stating that “we critique because we
have to,” due to the expectation of awarding grades and degrees in design education. In a
professional setting, they can be implemented by management to evaluate productivity.
Though part of individual purpose for critique might be due to obligation, other reasons are
more nuanced. Not every critique carries the same purpose, and the goals for feedback
might shift on a project-to-project basis.

Figure 3. In-person participants discussing and virtual participants adding sticky notes in Miro in response to the question “Why do we critique”?

In general, participants agreed that the primary objective of critique is to “form” better designers. Critiques are for learning, growing, and improving. A participant noted that critiques
should be actionable—a key element to improvement. This means delivering specific and directed feedback, so it can generate change. Critiques can address technical qualities of design such as refining visuals or language to meet an expectation, or to help focus, reframe, or
inspire next steps. Beyond feedback, the skills gained from participating in a critique can also
result in personal growth. Communicating ideas, processes, and outcomes is learned
through practice. Thus, the ability to discuss and evaluate different aspects of work is, as one
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participant shared, “the core of design education.” Critiques are for educating novice designers constructively so that they may become successful design practitioners.
During the discussion, another key component of critiques emerged, which was collaboration. Many participants stated that the purpose of critique was to gain new perspectives
from others. Most participants agreed that a diversity of perspectives shared during a critique promotes well rounded feedback, allowing educators, students, and individuals across
disciplines to approach the same topic through a unique lens. This highlights every individual’s personal history, experience, and background informing their receptivity to and understanding of creative work. As a group, we agreed that shifting and expanding perspectives is
critical to the design process and various modes of assessment.
HOW do we critique?
Lastly, we discussed ‘how do we critique?’ This question presented a myriad of practical responses. Many participants focused on critique methods using traditional techniques such as
written feedback (synchronously, asynchronously), the use of post-it notes, via Miro (online
platform), whiteboard, one-on-one interactions, in small groups, inviting guests to critiques,
with potential design users, etc. Only a few participants mentioned more inventive methods,
such as sock puppets, spirit stick, role play, improvisation, affinity grouping, etc. A few comments on our shared online Miro board present additional information about the techniques
and/or application of the method shared, along with links to journal articles for further reference. One article, Improvisation in the Design Classroom, by Nida Abdullah and Denise
Gonzales Crisp published in Dialectic Summer 2018, was coincidentally shared by two participants.
Interestingly, there were several participants that interpreted this question from a philosophical standpoint. Some affirmed that their critiques are led with empathy, with care,
based on respect, collaboratively, bravely, openly, and intentionally. This range of responses
allowed for a dialogue that pushed the group toward future thinking. Engaging with how in
the present tense seemed to immediately shift the conversation to how in the future tense.
This exchange illustrated the relevant link between method and philosophy in criticism.
A conversation highlight: What do Students Need?
Johnathon Strubbe, Assistant Professor at East Tennessee State University, and conversation
participant, shared an often-overlooked element of critiques:
“Asking students: what do you need? With this, we dialogue with students by asking
what they need from a critique while allowing for an engaged and productive assessment. Educators must approach their role as advocates for their students to combat
traditional hierarchical power dynamics—one of our main conversation drivers. This
means considering critique as a process (similarly to the design process) where one
must gather information about the other person and their motivations. Instead of
jumping right into formal critiques, we can hold informal conversations where students can share their ideas, inspirations, and intentions. By giving students a platform
to discuss design work that inspires them they’re able to become more engaged with
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criticism without the emotional charge. In these instances, students do not need to
worry about hurting the feelings of their peers or discouraging the efforts of those in
the classroom. Over time, this method may lead to a more developed design language
and greater comfort when speaking about design work. As students begin projects in
the classroom, it may be helpful to invite alumni or design professionals to provide
feedback during the brainstorming and ideation process. At the early stages of a project, students are less attached to the work and look for guidance in defining a path
forward. It is important that the classroom remains a safe space for students to gather
feedback on their work, therefore frame guest critiques as opportunities to get an outside perspective and see the work under a new light.”

Figure 4. Participants adding sticky notes in Miro in response to the question “How do we critique”?
As participants discuss the question in person and on the SwapCard platform.

3.3 Outcomes
WHAT + WHY + HOW + WHEN
During the conversation, three main questions were discussed: what, why, and how do we
critique? While each inquiry was discussed separately, often the conversation organically
shifted between topics. Identifying this connection is important. ‘What’ informs ‘why,’ and
both affect ‘how.’ For example, if a process is being critiqued, the goal for that critique could
be to assess growth, whereas the ‘why’ for a critique on ideas could be to plan next steps.
This way, each scenario would benefit from a different method of criticism. Though critiques
are quite a commonplace in the lives of designers, seldom are those designers asked to
question the aspects of the critiques they participate in. Articulating what is being critiqued
and why help us choosing the best methods of critique more intentionally.
Additionally, one participant suggested asking “when do we critique?” This question
emerged as we discussed where criticism exists within a project timeline. Given the diverse
and thought-provoking responses to the other three inquiries, further discussing ‘when’
would surely provide an added layer for potential innovation.
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Future Steps
Many ideas posted in our online Miro board helped us define critical elements of any future
steps we may take after this conversation, including the following:
Horizontal Feedback
•

All participants must be aware of inclusivity and co-creation’s role in criticism

•

“Technique” must simply be one element of many. Focusing on one critique aspect at the time helps maintain focus

•

Supporting students in becoming facilitators

•

Defining a common scale or system that facilitates measuring progress, research
rigor, and/or innovation, considering end users and stakeholders (if any).

Decolonial Assessment
•

Setting up a mindset that addresses bias and assumptions

•

Delineate the necessary language for the critique in hand, and help students develop a common vocabulary that considers their own needs and definition of
milestones

•

Vary critique pace: slow vs fast dynamics

•

Prioritize environmental impact during critique conversations

•

Integrate storytelling methods to help students explain their vision

Many of the aspects mentioned above relate directly to the principles of Brave Spaces.
Therefore, it becomes necessary to establish a space where a “Brave Critique” can take
place.
Educators & Industry Critiquing Together
The engaged responses of participants in this conversation demonstrated that there is a
need for educators and industry professionals to continue a dialogue that “critiques the critique.” One plausible next step is to encourage existing platforms, like the peer-populated
AIGA’s Design Teaching Resource, to include a critique-sharing page in addition to the projects page currently on the website. This would allow for existing members to include new
methods or techniques they have tested in the classroom, as well as their results and reflections. Additionally, the Design Teaching Resource would benefit from a conversational element within individual project posts. This would provide opportunities for educators to critique one another in a social “commenting” system. We agree that educators want the best
experiences for their students and sometimes this might mean sticking to the same teaching
patterns and methods of critique. For this reason, we believe that educators can learn from
peers about successful outcomes and be encouraged to try new techniques that support cosharing feedback.
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New Platforms and Workshops
Creating a new platform where both students and educators can participate in and benefit
from a variety of conversations, tools, and or methods focused on developing a better process of critique, seems like a promising next step. Such a platform could include steps to introduce a critique in the classroom, such as module-based exercises of varying levels of design education complexity (high school to graduate levels).
In the short term, conveners aim to offer workshops that demonstrate how to draft and utilize “critique agreements” or “contracts” with students to outline their individual preferences or needs within a critique. These kinds of active learning opportunities may help with
the development of a community of educators and students interested in redesigning critique systems. This could result in annual conferences exclusively about horizontal and decolonial design criticism methods, where language, identity, culture, and other individual elements within a class gain new importance.
We believe that these hands-on activities, the resulting testimonies, and tested tools may be
disseminated as scholarly research and case studies. Exploring and comparing the benefits
and receptiveness of criticism from peers, alumni, or professional guests versus instructor
feedback is one of many aspects that need further attention. We inquire, for example, is
there a particular terminology we should use that has less nuanced connotations and more
actionable impact during a critique? What do Evaluation, Assessment, or Feedback sessions
actually mean? By adjusting the language used to identify different kinds of critique, we may
create spaces where students feel encouraged to share their work and thoughts on design.

4. A final note
This research began with feedback from a student. Because of that perspective, including
students in the development of their own learning environment became a crucial part of the
conversation. Through her involvement in this research, Schuerman felt a greater sense of
agency in the classroom. It created a confidence that empowered her to get, and ask for, the
most out of her education. Now a graduate student and teaching assistant, Schuerman plans
on utilizing the findings from this conversation. Her future in design education, both as a student and an educator, will aim at creating horizontal spaces of learning. She hopes that the
empowerment she felt as an undergraduate student, can be reflected in students she works
with through co-sharing feedback.
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